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In1949,duringaseriesofdialoguesaboutthenatureofcontemporaryart,Samuel
Beckettspokeofanartthatprefers・theexpressionthatthereisnothingtoexpress,
nothingwithwhichtoexpress,nothingfrom whichtoexpress,nopowertoexpress,no
desiretoexpress,togetherwiththeobligationtoexpress・(Disjecta,139).A numberof
criticshaveusedthisstatementasastartingpointfordiscussionsofBeckett・s・aesthetics
ofimpoverishment.・1 They haveargued thatBeckett・swork isful ofthatwhich is
unspeakable,unwriteableand,indeed,unnamable.Theseelements,according to critics,
contributetoanaestheticofverbalimpoverishment.Inthispaper,Iarguethatthe・ilsaid・
wasnottheonlyform ofimpoverishmentthatBeckettfavored.Ofequalimportancewas
Beckett・suseofthe・il seen・2thatwhichisunseenandunseeable,butwhichmust,
paradoxicaly,beseen.Beckett・slaterworksareespecialyconcernedwithimpairedandminimal
vision.Visualimpairmenteitherdepictedintheworkitselforliteralyimposedonthe
audiencefeaturesin nearly al ofthelatestage,film,andtelevision works.In what
folows,IexaminethevarioustechniquesofvisualimpairmentBeckettusedinEndgame,
Rockaby,andFilm,whilemakingpassingreferencestoseveralofhisotherlatedramatic
works.Ineachcase,IexaminehowBeckettengendersvisualimpairmentandtowhatend.
Tobegin,wemustdifferentiatebetween thetwoformsofvisualimpairmentthat
Beckettmostoftenemploys.Thefirstform affectsthecharactersinhiswork.Beckett・s
charactersoftenhavesomeimpairmentof,oraversionto,vision.Endgame・sHammwhose
eyeshave・gonealwhite・withblindnessprovidesoneexampleofthisform ofvisual
impairment(Endgame,94).3Thesecondform ofvisualimpairmentisgeneratedbymeansof
Beckett・sstageorscreenproductionandthevisualdimensionsoftheworkitself.Whilethe
firstform ofvisualimpairmentaffectshischaracters,thesecondform affectsthespectators
ofhiswork,betheytheatergoers,moviegoers,orTV viewers.Totakeoneexample,NotI
calsforthe・stageindarknessbutforMOUTH,・whichis・faintlylit・withtherestofthe
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Abstract
SamuelBeckett・scriticshaveoftenwrittenabouthis・aestheticsofimpoverishment,・
focusingonthewaysinwhichBeckettimpairedverballanguage.Folowingtheleadofthose
criticswhohavefocusedonthe・ilsaid・inBeckett・swork,thispapertracesBeckett・suseof
the・ilseen・i.e.thewaysinwhichBeckettimpairedthevisualdimensionsofhislate
dramaticworks.
face・inshadow・(NotI,376).Inthiscase,thestageproductionplacesseverelimitsonthe
audience・sfieldofvision,creatingthelevelofvisualimpairmentBeckettsought.Hisstage
directionsforNotImakeitclearthattheaudienceshouldnotevenseethe・invisible
microphone・intowhich MOUTH speaks(Ibid.).In both instances,Beckettforegrounds
visionitselfbyseverelyimpairingit.Whethertheimpairmentaffectshischaracters,his
audience,orboth,Beckettconstantlyremindsusthatourvisionisnomorereliableor
stablethanthatofhischaracters.
Beckettoncestatedthatheturnedtodramaasarespitefrom writingnovelsor,ashe
putit,the・awfulprose・ofMoloy,MaloneDies,andTheUnnamable.Healsosuggested
thatitwascomfortingtoworkinamedium thatrequirestheartisttosubmittocertain
rulesandconstraints,nomatterhow much heseemedtochalengethem.Oneofthe
inescapableconstraintsofdramathatBeckettwasforcedtoconfrontandchalengewasits
inherentlyvisualnature.AsHughKennerpointsout,・dramaisaritualenactedinan
enclosedspaceintowhichfiftyormorepeoplearestaring・(Kenner,133).Inhisearly
dramaticworks,Beckettseemstohavesurrenderedtothisinevitableconditionofthetheatre.
EarlyplayslikeWaitingforGodotandEndgameemploysetsandmovementthatprovidea
degree(albeitslight)ofvisualstimulation.IfBeckettchalengedtheinherentlyvisualaspect
ofthetheatreatalinhisearlyworks,hedidsobyemployingminimalsetsthatwent
unchangedbetweenacts,therebysubjectinghisaudiencetothesameunstimulatingvisual
fieldthroughouttheplay.Beckettseemseithertoparodyorgrudginglyadheretothe
conventionofchangingsetsinacttwoofWaitingforGodot,whichopensatthe・Same
Time.SamePlace・asactone,butwithoneminordifference:・thetreehasfourorfive
leaves・(WaitingforGodot,53).Meanwhile,Endgamecontainsonlyoneact,whichisset
entirelyinthe・bareinterior・bathedin・greylight・ofHamm,Nagg,andNel・sroom
(Endgame,92).Thisishardly a visualfeast,and yetEndgamecontainsmorevisual
stimulationthananyofBeckett・slaterplays.
Inhisearlyplays,Beckettsubvertsthevisualdemandsofthetheatrebyimpairinghis
characters・vision.Thisform ofvisualimpairmentisusedtoparticulareffectinEndgame.
Theplay・sfourcharacterssufferfrom someform ofvisualdefect.Hamm,ofcourse,is
blind.Whenasked・How areyoureyes?・,Clovsaystheyare・bad・(Ibid.,95).Similarly,
NaggandNel,whositjustoutofoneanother・sreach,admitthattheir・sighthasfailed,・
fortheycan・hardly・seeeachother(Ibid.,99).Sinceheisblind,Hamm mustrelyonClov
tolookoutofthewindowsandreportwhatheseesoutside.WhenClovmanages,withsome
difficulty,to・turnthetelescopeonthewithout,・hereportsthathesees:・Zero...zero...and
zero,・thatthe・lightissunk,・andthatalis・lead,・・grey,・・lightblack・(Ibid.,1067).
ClovislittlehelptotheblindHamm,whowishesattimestosee・thesky,theearth・(Ibid.,100).
Heisevenlesshelptotheaudience,whowouldalsoliketoseeoutthewindowifonlyto
escapethegraynesswithin.ClovnotonlyactsasHamm・seyes,butalsoastheeyesofthe
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play・sspectators.Inthisinstance,Beckettusesthefirstform ofvisualimpairment(thatof
character)toengenderthelatter(impairinghisaudience・sview oftheoutsideoroffstage
world).
Endgamecontainsseveralimagesassociatedwithvision,alofwhichservetoforeground
visualimpairment.Eyesanddarknessareprevalentintheplay.Hamm prophesizesthat
Clov・sbadeyeswilcontinuetogetworseuntil・onedayyou・lbeblind,likeme.You・lbe
sittingthere,aspeckinthevoid,inthedark,forever,likeme...Infiniteemptinesswilbe
alaroundyou・(Ibid.,109).Beckettalsoreferstovisualaidsthatnolongerservetheir
purposeasameanstoforegroundvisualimpairment.Thoughheisblind,Hamm wears
glasses.Clovusesatelescopetoassisthisexaminationoftheoutsideworld,butreports
thatitis・algone・(Ibid.,107).Similarly,theplaybeginswiththecurtainsdrawn,yet,
evenafterClovopensthem,thewindowsframeaviewof・zero・(Ibid.,94)andaretherefore
asuselessasHamm・sglassesorClov・stelescope.Thepicturehangingbesidethewindowsis
equalyobsolete.Itisturnedtothewalfrom thebeginningoftheplay,andevenwhenit
isremovedbyClov,itisstoodonthefloor,stilfacingagainstthewal.Theseuseless
visualdevicescreateanoveralimpressionofvisualimpoverishment.AfterEndgame,Beckett
tookamoredirectapproachtochalengingtheinherentlyvisualnatureofthetheatre.In
laterworks,hefocusedmoreonimpairingthevisionofhisaudiencethanthatofhis
characters.
IfEndgameisrepresentativeofBeckett・searlyexperimentswithvisualimpairment,
thenRockabyshowsthisthemecomingintofulmaturitywithBecketttakingmoreextreme
measures.ThesoleimageofRockabyisthatofawoman,・prematurelyold・anddressedin
black,sittinginarockingchairlisteningtoherownrecordedvoice(Rockaby,433).LikeNot
I,Rockabyemploysavisualy-impoverishedstageset,calingforthelighttobe・subdued・
(Ibid.).Thevisualfieldisjust・wideenoughtoincludenarrowlimitsofrockorconcentrated
onface・withthe・restofstagedark・(Ibid.).Beckettemployedthis・restofstagedark・
techniqueinmanyofhislaterworks,includingKrapp・sLastTape:・Tableandimmediately
adjacentareainstrongwhitelight.Restofstageindarkness・(215);Footfals:・Fadeupto
dim onstrip.Restindarkness・(399);OhioImpromptu:・Lightontablemidstage.Restof
stageindarkness・(445);Quad:・Dim onareafrom abovefadingoutintodark・(452);and
WhatWhere:・dimlylit,surroundedbyshadow・(470).Inaloftheseworks,thesurrounding
darknessactstolimitthephysicalspaceofthestageand,thus,tolimitthespaceperceived
bytheaudience.
InRockaby,thisrestrictedvisualfieldismadeworsebythelighting,whichbeginsas
・subdued・andbecomesslightlydimmerattheendofeachpart.Thewoman・sappearance
alsoaddstotheimpressionofvisualimpoverishment.Sheisdressedinblack,herhairis
gray,andherhandsandfacearewhite.Thismonotonecolorpalettecreatesanaustere
visualeffect.CommentingonBeckett・scharacteristicuseofablackandwhitecolorscheme
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inRockaby,JaneAlisonHalesaysthatthesearethe・predominantcolorsofBeckett・slatest
works,・andthatthey・evokeforhim theundifferentiationofthevoid,towardwhichtend
humanlifeandaltheperceptualeffortsofwhichitconsistsfrom theverymomentof
birth・(Hale,135).Whilethismayseem aratherbleakinterpretationofBeckett・swork,Hale
hitsuponacentralaspectofRockabyandtheotherlatedramaticworksnamely,the
・void・ofperceptionwhichfindsexpressioninBeckett・stechniquesofvisualimpairment.
ThisisthevisualvoidintowhichBeckettwishedtoplungebothhischaractersandhis
audience.
WhilespectatorsofRockabyareconfrontedwithavisualy-impoverished,poorly-lit,
black-and-whiteimageofawomansittinginarockingchairlisteningtoherself,thisimage
isnotalthereisto・see・intheplay.Theplay・sonstagevisualsareonlythestartingpoint
forasuccessionofsceneswhichtheaudienceismeanttoconjureintheirimaginations.
Rockabycausesitsaudienceto・see・somethingelseintheirmindsastheylistentothe
woman・srecordedvoice.InthecaseofRockaby,conjuringuptheseimagesisnotassimple
asitsounds.Thelanguageoftheplayis,asHalehasastutelyobserved,・nonchronological,
repetitious,spiraling,cumulative,andfluid・(Ibid.,138).Ifanotheradjectivecouldbeadded
toHale・sdescriptionoftheplay・slanguage,itwouldbe・confusing,・foreventhemost
sophisticatedspectatorwilfinditdifficulttoseeanotherimageinhisorhermind.This
methodofinvitingtheaudiencetomentalyconjureupanimagebylisteningtothewoman・s
monologuewhilesimultaneouslyimpairingtheirinnervisionthroughthesheerdifficulty
andfragmentedqualityofthelanguage,seemsintentionalonBeckett・spart.Hemanagesto
impairthespectators・view ofanyimagederivedfrom thewoman・svoicebymeansofhis
convolutedlanguage.Beckettusesafragmentary verbalstyletoengenderfragmentary
visualperception.
LikeEndgame,Rockabyforegroundsvisualimpairmentthrough aseriesofimages
associatedwithvision.Eyes,windows,andblindsareprevalentinRockaby.Welearnfrom
therecordedvoicethatthewomanweseeonstagehasspentherlifeinpursuitofvision,
desperatelysearching・tosee・anotherlikeherselfandto・beseen・bythatother(Rockaby,
439,441).Havingsearched・aleyes/alsides/highandlow/foranother/anotherliving
soul・likeherself,having・［sat］atherwindow...facingotherwindows・with・famished
eyes,・thewomanhascomebackinside,・letdowntheblind,・andsatintherockingchair
to・stophereyes・(Ibid.,436,437,439,441,442).Inthewoman・sstory,Halesees・an
indicationthathumanexistenceisnothingmoreorlessthanacontinual,albeitfruitless,
struggleforperception・(Hale,135).Perceptionandfutilityareindeedthecentralconcerns
ofRockaby.Thewomanhasspentherlifesearchingwith・famishedeyes・onlytorenounce
herimpossiblehopeofseeing,orbeingseenby,anotherlikeherself.Nowthewomanwishes
to・stophereyes,・sothatperception(andshe)maycometoanend.Inotherwords,for
vision to end,being itselfmustalso cease.Thisideataken from Bishop Berkeley・s
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statement・esseestpercipi・(・tobeistobeperceived・)wasfurtherexpoundedinBeckett・s
Film,whichisarguablyhismostexplicitandmethodicalworkonthethemeofvision.
IfRockabyfocusesonthefutilityofperception,thenFilm isfundamentalyconcerned
withitsinevitability.Significantly,BeckettusedBerkeley・s・esseestpercipi・astheepigraph
toFilm.BeckettsummarizesthecentralideaofFilm thus:・Al extraneousperception
suppressed,animal,human,divine,self-perception maintainsin being・(Film,323).This
・suppression・of・extraneousperception・formsBeckett・sprincipalmethodofforegrounding
visualimpairmentinFilm.Uponenteringhisroom,Film・sprotagonistcoversawindowand
amirror,ejectsacatanddog,destroysapictureof・thefaceofGodtheFather・(Ibid.,
327),coversaparrotcageandagoldfishbowl,andsitsdowninarockingchairtoinspect
aseriesofphotographsbeforetearingthem up.Inotherwords,heattemptstoremoveal
possiblesourcesof・extraneousperception・inordertoeliminatebothhisownperception
andhisstateofbeingperceived.
UnlikeEndgame,Rockaby,andotherstageworks,Film employsunique,filmicmethods
toforegroundvisualimpairment.Beckett・suseoftwocameraperspectivesisacaseinpoint.
Thecameraconveystwoseparateviewpoints:thatofE,theperceivingeye,andthatofO,
theperceived object.Both perspectivesbelong toFilm・sprotagonist,butO・svision is
distinguishedfrom E・sbybeingblurredthroughalensgauze.ByblurringO・svisionand
alternatingbetweencamerashotsofO・sandE・sperspectives,Beckettimpairstheviewer・s
vision,whichaddstotheoveraleffectofvisualimpoverishment.Inthismanner,Film
subvertsthevisualadvantageusualyenjoyedbythespectatorofamotionpicture:
Conventionaly,theviewerofafilm seesmorethanthecharactersinthefilm.Onemightsaythat
thespectatorhasatotalperceptionoftheactionwhereasthecharactershaveapartialperception.
InFilm,however,sincethefieldofvisionofthecamera-eyeneverexceedsthatoftheprotagonist,
theviewerisdeniedtotalperception(Federman,279).
Wehaveseenthisdenialof・totalperception・employedbothinEndgame(throughClov・s
refusaltoactasHamm・sandtheaudience・seyes)andinRockaby(throughthenarrowing
ofthestagespace,employingdim lighting,andadoptingamonotonecolorpalette).
ThemethodsBeckettusedtoengenderFilm・svisualimpairmentparalelthoseheemployed
tosimilareffectinEndgameandRockaby.Shotentirelyinblackandwhite,Film employs
thesamevisualyimpoverishedcolorschemeasRockabyandEndgamethatshadebetween
blackandwhitewhichClovcals・lightblack・(Endgame,107).The・smal,barelyfurnished
room・(Film,326)ofFilm recalstheausteresettingofEndgameandtheprobablesetting
ofRockaby(wereweabletoseeintothedarknessthatsurroundsthewomanontherocking
chair).TheroomsinFilm andEndgamearefurnishedwithadoor,oneortwocurtained
windows,apictureonthewal,andachair.Inbothcases,thewindowsserveasameans
ofvisualcontactwith theexternalworld,and in both casesthey areobsolete.The
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protagonistofFilm takesgreatcaretodraw thecurtainonhiswindow themomenthe
enterstheroom.Thisdrawingofthecurtainrecalsthewomanpulingdownherblindto
coverhernow-obsoletewindowandrenounceherquesttoseeorbeseeninRockaby.
AtthebeginningofFilm,theprotagonistrunswithblindhastethroughthestreets
withhishatpuleddownoverhiseyes(inthescript)orahandkerchiefcoveringhisface(in
thefilm versionstarringBusterKeaton).Hedoesthisinordertopreventhimselffrom
perceivingorbeingperceived.AlthoughthisstreetsceneisrareforBeckettinitsportrayal
oftheexternalworld(somethingdeniedtothespectatorofEndgameandRockaby),Beckett
insiststhatthesceneisonlycleartoE,butdeniedtoO,whois・hasteningblindly・
throughtheouterworld(Film,324).Film・sprotagonist,likeHamm inEndgame,usestwo
meansofshieldinghiseyesfrom theexternalworld.Bothcharacterswearhandkerchiefs
overtheirfacesandO・sblackeyepatchrecalsHamm・sblackglasses.O・seyepatchisboth
ameanstoescapetheawarenessofbeingperceived,andadeliberateattempttoimpairhis
ownvisionbyeliminatinghisdepthperception.AsinEndgameandRockaby,imagesofeyes
areprevalentinFilm,whichopensandcloseswithaclose-upimageofBusterKeaton・s
heavilycreasedandwrinkledeyelid.Close-upsoftheelderlycouple・sfacesinthestreet
depictthem puttingonandtakingoffcorrectivevisualaids:a・lorgnon・anda・pince-nez・
(Ibid.,325).Eyesarealsosuggestedbytherockingchair・sheadrestandbythetwoeyelets
on thefolderin which theprotagonistkeepshisphotographs.Thesephotographsalso
containeyeimagery.Thefirstphotographcontainsanimageofaninfantbeing・devoured・
by hismother・s・severeeyes・(Ibid.,333).Foral itspreoccupation with vision,Film
containsinstancesofthemanyvisualimpairmenttechniquesthatarecentraltoBeckett・s
latedramaticworks.
ItisclearthatasBeckett・sworkprogressed,itbecameincreasinglyminimalistor
impoverished,especialyintermsofitsvisualdimensions.From Endgameonwards,there
wasaprogressiveconcentrationandreductionofstagespace,movement,language,and
visualimagery.Byadheringtothis・lessismore・aesthetic,Beckettensuredthatevery
visualelementthatispresenton stageoron screen wouldforegroundvision andits
impairment.New productionsofthelatedramaticworkshavenotshied away from
Beckett・scharacteristicuseofvisualimpairment.Onthecontrary,theyhaveembracedit.In
July2015,aproductionofBeckett・sAlThatFal,whichwasoriginalywrittenasaradio
play and thereforehasno visualswhatsoever,wasadapted forthestageduring the
EnniskilenInternationalBeckettFestivalinNorthernIreland.Theplaywasstagedina
pitch-blackauditorium,withthelightsturnedoff,andblackoutblindsinstaled.Theseven
actorsoftheplaywereheard,butnotseen.Itshouldbenotedthatthisproductionwas
fulysanctionedbythenotoriouslyprotectiveBeckettestate,whosaidthatitwasvery
muchinthespiritoftheplaywrightandthatitwouldhavemetwithhisapproval.Max
Stafford-Clark,thedirectorofthispitch-black production,described theexperienceof
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pitchinghisideatoEdwardBeckett,thesoleexecutorofhisuncle・sliteraryestate:
Igotaletterfrom EdwardBeckettsaying,・Whatisyourvisionfortheplay?・Irepliedthat
therewasabsolutelynovisionatal.Thewholethingtakesplaceinthedark.Hesaidthatis
exactlyhowBeckettimagineditwithvoicescomingfrom thevoid.Itisgratifyingtoknowthat
ishowhehimselfconceivedit(Singh).
ThisproductionisnotonlyconducivetoBeckett・saesthetic,itfeelsliketheculminationof
theplaywright・slifelongsubversionofthevisualaspectofthetheatre.Stafford-Clarkis
simplytakingBeckett・suseofvisualimpairmenttoitslogicalextreme.4
AsisusualythecasewithBeckett,questionsremain.Whydidhefocusonvisionto
suchagreatextent?Towhatenddidheemployvisualimpairment?Severalanswersare
possible.Perhapsitwasan attempttogiveexpression tothevisualaffliction Beckett
sufferedinlaterlife.Perhapshesimplywantedtochalengetheinherentlyvisualnatureof
the stage and screen.Perhaps it was just another facetofBeckett・s aesthetics of
impoverishmentanattemptonhisparttomatchthe・ilsaid・withthe・ilseen.・
Intheearly1960s,Beckettbegantosufferfrom anumberofvisionproblems.Heoften
complainedtofriendsandcorrespondentsabouthisdeterioratingvision.JamesKnowlson・s
biographyofBeckettcontainsnumerouspassagesrelatingtotheauthor・svisualcomplaints.
Once,afterdroppingoffhiscaratthemechanic,Beckett,whohadalreadybeendiagnosed
withtwocataractsandhadonlya・blurredtunnelvision,・felintoadeepgaragepitand
crackedafewofhisribs(Knowlson,513).AccordingtoKnowlson,itwasafterthisincident
thatBeckettbecameobsessedwithhisseverely-impairedsight:
Hefeltincreasinglyfearfulofthedamagehemightdotohimselfinfuture,ifhissightcontinued
itsrecentdecline.Hewasobsessedbytheveryrealfearthathewasstartingtogoblind(Ibid.,
486).
Ofcourse,Becketthadamodelfortheblindnessthatawaitedhim inhisfriendandone-
timementor,JamesJoyce.Duringthe1930s,Beckettassistedthenear-blindJoycewitha
numberofvisualoddjobs,includingnote-taking,reading,anddictation.Rememberinghow
dependentJoycebecameonhisfriendsandhelpersduringhisprogressiontowardsblindness,
Beckettwas・filedwithhorror・(Ibid.,486487).ConsideringBeckett・sownvisualdifficulties
andhisever-presentfearofgoingblind,itiseasytoseewhysomanyofhischaracters
exhibitvisualimpairmentandblindness.TakeWinnie,theprotagonistofHappyDays,who
spendsthefirstfew momentsoftheplaytryingtoreadthewritingonthehandleofher
toothbrush.Eachtimeshebringsthehandletoherface,sheisabletomakeoutonemore
word.Shebegins:・pure...what?・,andcontinues:・genuine...pure...what?・(HappyDays,
139).Thisgoesonforalittlewhile,untilshefinalyadmitsdefeat:・genuine...pure...what?
［laysdownbrush］blindnext［takesoffspectacles］ahwel［laysdownspectacles］seen
enough［feelsinbodiceforhandkerchief］Isuppose・(Ibid.).Afewlineslater,resumingher
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struggle,shecontinues:・fulyguaranteed...genuinepure...［lookscloser］genuinepure...
［Takesoffspectacles,laysthem andbrushdown,gazesbeforeher.］Oldthings.［Pause.］Old
eyes［Longpause.］・(Ibid.,140).AnyonecouldreasonablyinterpretWinnie・sanxietyabout
heraging,failingeyesasastand-inforBeckett・sanxiety.Theconnectioniseasytosee.
Yet,foranartistasaccomplishedandindeterminateasBeckett,asimplebiographical
explanationisnotentirelysatisfactory.Toputitbluntly,Beckettisnotthateasytopin
down.
VisualimpairmentissoprevalentinBeckett・sworkthatitmustservesomehigher
artisticpurpose.AswithmostofBeckett・sfavoritedevicesandthemesverbalfracturing,
agingbodies,babblingprotagonistsvisualimpairmentisjustanotherfacetofhisoveral
aestheticwhatBecketthimselfcaledanaestheticof・impotence・(Shenker,148);orwhata
recentstudyhascaledan・artofmismaking・(DeLaDurantaye,1).
Itisnotoriouslydifficulttoexplainorsum upSamuelBeckett・sartisticachievement.
Oneofthebestassessmentsactualycomesfrom Becketthimself.Becauseofhisearly
associationwithJoyce,Beckettwasoftenaskedabouthow hisworkrelatedto,orwas
influencedby,thatofhisfriend.ThereisnodoubtthatBeckett・searlywork,particularly
hisfirstnovelMurphy,wasdirectlyinfluencedbyJoyce・swriting.However,ashematured,
Beckett・sstylebegantodeviatefrom Joyce・s.Bytheendofhiscareer,Becketthadmoved
sofaraway,infact,thatonemightreasonablyimagineWesternliteratureasaspectrum
withJamesJoyceoccupyingoneextreme,andSamuelBecketttheother.Ina1956interview,
Beckettdifferentiatedhisartistictaskfrom Joyce・sinawaythatprovidesvaluableinsight
intowhyhemighthaveemployedvisualimpairmenttosuchanextent.
ThekindofworkIdoisoneinwhichI・m notmasterofmymaterial.ThemoreJoyceknewthe
morehecould.He・stendingtowardomniscienceandomnipotenceasanartist.I・m workingwith
impotence,ignorance.Idon・tthinkimpotencehasbeenexploitedinthepast.Thereseemstobea
kindofestheticaxiomthatexpressionisachievementmustbeanachievement.Mylittleexploration
isthatwholezoneofbeingthathasalwaysbeensetasidebyartistsassomethingunusableas
somethingbydefinitionincompatiblewithart(Shenker,148).
Inotherwords,Joyceaimedforomnisciencebyaddingmoreandmoretohiswork.Beckett,
ontheotherhand,aimedforimpotencebymakingdowithlessandless.Hisartisticgoal
wastocontinualyparebacklanguage,detail,andscenery.AccordingtoBeckett,hisfinal
workwouldbeablankpage.Beckett・sexplanationofhisartistictaskresonatesstrongly
with hisuseofvisualimpairment.Considered in thelightofhisexplanation,visual
impairmentemergesasjustanothertoolinBeckett・sarsenalofimpotence.Beckettgoeson
tojustifyhisquestforimpotence,saying,・Ithinkanyonenowadayswhopaystheslightest
attentiontohisorherownexperiencefindsittheexperienceofanon-knower,anon-can-er
［somebodywhocannot］・(Ibid.).Beckett・sworkisfulof・non-knowers,・・non-can-ers,・and
astheforegoinginventoryofvisualimpairmenthasshownnon-seers.
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Whetherhewasmotivated by biographicalorartisticconcerns,Beckett・songoing
treatmentofvisionanditsimpairmentisoneofthemanywayshisworkgivesoffasense
ofconsistencyandcoherence.Bytracingthesepreoccupationsacrosshiswork,wegaina
betterunderstandingofhisartistictask.ThecloserwelookatBeckett・streatmentofvisual
impairment,themorewesee.
Notes
1 SeeespecialyLeoBersaniandUlysseDutoit・sArtsofImpoverishment:Beckett,Rothko,Resnais
(HarvardUniversityPress,1993),andS.E.Gontarski・sTheIntentofUndoinginSamuelBeckett・s
DramaticTexts(IndianaUniversityPress,1985).
2 Thesetermsaretakenfrom thetitleofBeckett・sshortnovelIlSeenIlSaid,whichiscolectedin
NohowOn:Company,IlSeenIlSaid,andWorstwardHo(GrovePress,1996).
3 Pozzo,whogoesblindbetweenthetwoactsofWaitingforGodot,providesyetanotherexample.
Beckett・s1976playRoughforTheatreIcontainsanotherblindprotagonist,abeggarcaledA,
whoplayshisfiddleinhopesofgettingmoneyfrom passers-by.
4 InMarchandAprilof2016,Stafford-Clarkstagedanothervisualy-impairedproductionofAlThat
FalonLondon・sWestEnd. Thistime,heblindfoldedeverymemberoftheaudiencewhilethe
actorsmovedaboutthem.Onceagain,theBeckettEstategavetheproductionitsmuch-coveted,
rarely-bestowedsealofapproval.
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